Proc. roy. Soc. Med. Volume 62 May 1969 of a new name for the unit of mass; if kilogramme was too large, then the gramme was too small. Mr Leatherdale, in reply, said that he fully agreed with the impossibility of getting sufficient letters of alphabets so that each could have a specific meaning.
Dr T D Whittet (Department of Health and Social Security) brought forward the use of standard symbols in their bearing on pharmacy, particularly in prescribing and labelling. He said it was essential that a list of abbreviations be accepted. In evidence of the present confusion he quoted 'BP' which stood for British Pharmacopoeia, boiling point and blood pressure. Until there could be a recognized scheme, patients were in danger of getting something incorrect. A speaker thought that some standard should be followed by journals and editors and he considered it should be that of the British Standards Institution. The Chairman, in summing up, said that nobody had stated specifically that they agreed or disagreed. He felt that in practice the context would usually indicate which symbol was applicable.
He asked the meeting whether anyone was basically against the use of standard symbols. There was no disagreement in principle.
Journal Abbreviations
Mr P C Williams' (Biological Council) Authors usually abominate editorswrongly because editors criticize and alter the authors' papers; rightly because editors insist that authors abbreviate journal titles yet cannot agree on a standard arrangement of a list of references.
A majority of clinical and scientific papers could be reduced in length by 20 500% with advantage and a substantial minority should never be published at all. Yet editors ask authors to save paper by abbreviating journal titles! Even the saving is problematical: most references start on a new line and, on the average, finish halfway along a linethe half line would amply accommodate the journal title in full. Editors insist on abbreviation because 'it is standard practice' -but it is not universal practice: the British part of the Journal of Bone and Joint Surgery prints journal titles in full.
Titles can be abbreviated by reference to a list of journal titles and their abbreviations (title abbreviations) or by reference to a list of words and their abbreviations (word abbreviations).
The standard lists of title abbreviations are provided by the 'World List of Scientific Periodicals' (3rd ed. 1952; 4th ed. 1963-5) ; by 'World Medical Periodicals' (1968) very closely based on the third edition of the 'World List'; and the list published annually in, and separately as a supplement to, 'Present address: Imperial Cancer Research Fund, Lincoln's Inn Fields, London the January issue of Index Medicus. The titles in these four lists number respectively about 50 000, 60 000, 6500 and 2300. In price they range from £35 to 6s. 6d. Clearly, the 2300 titles listed by Index Medicus, brought up to date annually and sold at 6s 6d, is the most practical list to use -at this price it can be bought by individuals and the coverage is wide enough to satisfy most needs. Journals not included in its annual listing are, medically speaking, obscure and their titles should never be abbreviated. It is the abbreviation of obscure titles that causes all the trouble and confusion. We are all familiar with the common journals under a variety of abbreviations.
Word abbreviations are provided by British Standard 4148 (price 40s) and United States Standard Association Standard ASA Z39. 5-1963 (revised 1966) which provide abbreviations for about 1500 and 5000 words and roots respectively. Word abbreviations are anything but foolproof in use.
The fourth edition of the 'World List' and the British Standard which is closely based on it differentiate better between cognate words in different languages than do the other lists. But the differentiation by abbreviation is hardly any shorter than that by not abbreviating at all.
The simplest solution of the whole problem is to do away with title abbreviations altogether.
The ten most widely cited British journals in the biological/medical field (see Martyn & Gilchrist: An Evaluation of British Scientific Journals. Aslib Occasional Publication No. 1, 1968) all arrange or print their references in different ways: they can differ in the use of 'ibid.', the content of the reference, the order of the items, the typography of the authors' names, the punctuation of the authors' names, of the year and of the journal title, the form of abbreviation of the journal title, and the pagination. There are 2-4 variations in each of these 9 itemsa total of 2872 combinations being possible. All ten journals differ from each other despite the fact that three publishers are each responsible for more than one of the ten. Editorial work is arduous, time-consuming and thankless but it offers full scope for the display of puerile idiosyncratic variation. POSTSCRIPT (28.1.69): A draft of a new British Standard for Abbreviation of Journal Titles reached me after this meeting. The rules of the revised Standard follow very closely the American Standard and are therefore different from those of the ISO. But until the word list that goes with the Standard is circulated it is impossible to judge the effects of this in practice. No one knows how many (or if any) journals follow the British Standard in this matter. -P C W.
Dr R M Fry (Journal of Hygiene, Cambridge) considered that very little space was actually saved by the use of abbreviations and that its practice could lead to endless mistakes, in particular in the use of 'ibid.' He felt that it would be a great advantage to editors and readers if abbreviations were cut out. Professor Cedric Smith (Annals of Human Genetics) supported the use of full titles but enquired how this could be tied up with the new computer systems of information retrieval and abstracting. A speaker wished to know the feeling of the meeting regarding the use of titles of papers in full next to the name of the journal in the references. Dr A A G Lewis (Postgraduate Medical Journal) pointed out that the names of some journals became unrecognizable in the abbreviation. A speaker found that generally those in favour of including titles of papers were biologists, those against were chemists, physicists and mathematicians, chiefly because of the wording of the titles. By and large, biologists tended to give fairly meaningful titles to their papers, whereas the others did not.
Mr Williams, in reply to a speaker who enquired whether in the text references should be given by the name of the author or just by numbers, said he was personally in favour of numbers. Dr A M Jelliffe (Clinical Radiology) made a plea for the use of numbers instead of letters, for example, figures 1 and 2 in place of the words 'one' and 'two' throughout all publications. Professor D N Baron (Clinical Science) stated that the title of a paper was becoming much the most important thing for indexing purposes, and it was the editor's duty to ensure that the author provided a proper title. The Chairman commented that so far everybody had spoken in favour of doing away with journal abbreviations and he now asked for any adverse comments. Miss Dorothy Duncan (Nutrition Abstracts and Reviews) mentioned that the abstracting organization of the International Conference of Scientific Unions had discussed this question and it came to light that the British Standards recommendations on abbreviations were almost identical with those of the United States Standards Institute and differed only slightly from ISO. They had decided that they would adopt BSI and USASI usage where it did not disagree with the ISO and they would recommend to ISO that it should conform. Therefore it would seem that international agreement was quite close on this issue. The American Standards were selected with the idea of computerization in mind. Mr Williams, in reply, said that the problems of the abstracting journals were entirely different from those of the primary journals with which this meeting was concerned.
Mr A Herzka (Journal of the Society of Cosmetic Chemists) said that in his view the readers' wishes should be the chief aim of any journal and suggested that means should be sought for obtaining their opinion.
Cdr Ian R Henderson (Rehabilitation) considered it necessary to have some image. He said that the name of his journal, 'Rehabilitation', had proved very long and difficult for young people to pronounce. Accordingly the editors had compromised by putting the letters 'REHAB' in red in addition to the full title.
A speaker asked for more information on retrievability. Agreement should be reached on some system of curtailing titles which would make this easier. So far the Conference had not talked about the communications industry per se. He pointed out that the majority of references came in discussion and that this should be strictly edited to avoid repetition, with the effect of curtailing papers considerably. Dr G W Scott-Blair (Biorheology) considered the change-over of official abbreviations to be very difficult, mainly because of possible confusion of two journals with similar names. In his personal opinion, it would be better to quote the titles of journals in full, except for a few very obvious abbreviations (e.g. 'Proc.', or 'J.') . The Chairman observed that the computer system was the only source of concern in abbreviations but in any event computers would use their own system, so that it did not seem to apply. He thought that all journals should use the same abbreviations, and asked whether the Conference considered it would be a good idea to form a Working Party to thrash out some of these matters, in order to get agreement on symbols; and to examine how much of SI should be used and which other units should be retained. Mr A Herzka (Journal of the Society of Cosmetic Chemists) spoke against the formation of a Working Party because he believed that most journals were in the process of adopting SI units. Professor D N Baron supported the suggestion of a Working Party to examine more fully the matters discussed at this Conference. Dr A F B Standfast (Journal of General Microbiology) considered that such a Working Party should cover the rather restricted field of medicine or even part of medicine; its first duty should be to discover what other working parties were in existence and how to collaborate with them. Professor D N Baron confirmed that other working parties (e.g. of the European Association of Editors of Biological Periodicals, of the Commission of Editors of I.U.B.) were at present engaged on copyright, style manuals, &c., and accordingly any working party formed should dovetail with these. The Chairman asked the Conference to indicate by a show of hands whether a majority was in favour of setting up a Working Party and, on obtaining the consent of the Conference, he put the following Resolution which was adopted unanimously: THAT this Conference recommends that a Working Party be set up to find out what other working parties are doing, to study the application of metrication to medicine, the symbols used, and the abbreviations of names of journals, with a view to agreeing standard forms suitable for use in medical journals; that the findings be published.
